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What part of partnership do we not understand?

We are gripped by hobbit-forming ecstasy. New Zealand is basking in the international spotlight and we don’t need a posse of political pugilists undermining our positive progress! Sorry readers. It is clear that overload is near but we must work through the Brash initiated interruption to our constructive nation building.

When 20 bishops contributed to the race relations debate Dr Don Brash was reported as saying, “I don’t underestimate the importance of the treaty, but to imply that creates some kind of eternal and permanent partnership between two separate bodies is to me not an accurate way of understanding the treaty". 

On National Radio one bishop, Richard Randerson, politely deflected bully-boy behaviour from Gerry Brownlee. The subtext of the Brownlee browbeating was “Look mate, we are basking in the polls and we don’t need a posse of pompous bishops raining on our parade!”

A recurring theme in letters to the editor is that “present day white New Zealanders should not have to pay for 19th century injustices”. That is arguable, but the key question is: are we on the verge of creating a 21st century injustice by sidelining the treaty?

Dr Brash has suggested that it is inaccurate to imply that the treaty represents a permanent partnership between two separate bodies. So what is accurate?

My New Zealand dictionary defines ‘treaty’ as “a formal agreement between two or more nations”. The Shorter Oxford definitions include “an agreement, covenant, compact, contract.” Is Dr Brash saying this contract was not binding? What kind of formal, written, signed agreement does he think it was?

When our Court of Appeal asserted the basic principles of the treaty in 1987 Justice Richardson stated: “There is ... one overarching principle ... that ... the Treaty must be viewed as a solemn compact between two identified parties, the Crown and the Maori ...” All five members of the Court of Appeal independently agreed that “the Treaty established a partnership, and imposed on the partners the duty to act reasonably and in good faith”. 

The focus on race is an obfuscation. It is more useful to see the treaty as a partnership of two cultures – Maori and British. These two cultures still exist but both continue to evolve. Maoritanga has had to modernise at speed, but it remains a rich, relevant, life-enhancing driving force for many. The other treaty partner no longer defines itself as British. The apron strings have been cut and a distinct non-Maori New Zealand culture is emerging. 

The two cultures for whom New Zealand is home, Maori and Pakeha, have different priorities. Maori have no problem asserting their identity – their need is to find expression as a living, growing contemporary culture. Pakeha have no problem with cultural expression – it is the dominant force in our day-to-day life. Our problem is with identity – how do we distinguish ourselves from Australian, American and British culture? New Zealand’s two home-grown cultures live side by side, sometimes within a single person, but they are different. Whether they can be characterised as bros, sisters, cuzzies or neighbours, they are not identical twins. 

We who were born here may feel comfortable with the sibling metaphor, but we are the offspring. The treaty that founded our nation was between two cultures of quite different backgrounds. Maybe the marriage metaphor is worth exploring.

It must be recognised that successful 21st century marriages are no longer built the way they were in the mid 19th century. The model of the meek handmaiden, having landed a catch with her handsome dowry, submitting to the career goals and worldly desires of the dominant male, is no longer acceptable. What works best today is a relationship that allows both partners to grow in a way that is mutually rewarding. 

Judging by the prevailing poll-measured mood, most non-Maori New Zealanders want out of this marriage. They have had a gutsfull of this ungrateful partner who is getting uppity, asking for too much, and wanting to do some things her own way. They want a divorce!

Now there’s a paradox! Those who want to “end all this treaty nonsense” seem to be advocating separation. So who has the separatist agenda?

And we should recognise another paradox. The more deeply we explore individuality and diversity, the more we discover the common humanity that binds us. A bland, beige blancmange is not as appetising as a banquet. 

The inescapable reality is that this partnership is ongoing and evolving. Separation is not an option. And why would we want it any other way? The success of Lord of the Rings and Whale Rider on the international stage shows that we can succeed from both cultural bases. 

This ugly, divisive episode has lasted long enough. It’s time to wake up and smell the roses, and the kowhai, and get back to the world leading job of making this partnership work.
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